An“Appropriated Unusua” Reflecting Team:
Inviting Parentsto Be on the Team

Ana Sofia Barbosa de Oliveira

In many contexts of contemporary life, to invite children into con-
versations in which they are radically consulted about their own
livesisthe exception to therule.

—Michael White, 2000

ABOUT CHILD-FOCUSED PRACTICES

When working with children, one of the main differences between
traditional family therapy practicesand child-focused onesisthe accep-
tance of the assumption that child problemsare distracting from amajor
problemin coupl€ srelation by thefirst one, and itsrejection by the sec-
ond (Burnham in Wilson, 1998). The idea that “the problem lies with
the parents’ (p. xvi) is no longer taken into account in child-focused
therapeutic interventions. Thisisarevolutionary step, for it hasimpor-
tant implications in terms of theoretical approaches, applied methods,
and techniques (Burnham, 1992). Child-focused practices allow hear-
ing the child’s voice and his narrative. The therapist uses another lan-
guage, whichisplay.
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The major goal of child-focused practices and narrative therapy is
finding exceptional situations that do not agree with the dominant
narratives (usually problem saturated ones) and to co-create alterna-
tive narratives that are more positive and hopeful (White, 2000).

ABOUT REFLECTING TEAMS

Reflecting teams give an opportunity to change observing positions
and to hear different voices (Andersen, 1990). Thismeansthat areflect-
ing team format can be useful in child-focused practice. It gives parents
the opportunity to see the problematic issue through different eyes,
which will allow them to establish a different relationship with their
children. It also gives the child the opportunity to hear different voices,
which can help to build new identities (White, 2000).

AN “APPROPRIATED UNUSUAL” REFLECTING TEAM

Atfirgt, thisparental reflecting team format wasjust a“ preoccupying
question” (Wilson, 1998, p. 109) about parents feelingsin a child-fo-
cused format. Having to consult atherapist who devel ops a strong bond
tothechild can threaten parents’ position. Parents could feel uselessand
unfit during a therapeutic intervention in which the child plays such a
prominent role. Having this preoccupation in mind it is suggested to
maintain child-focused practice as aframework and to invite parents to
be on the reflecting team.

According to Wilson (1998), having the child as the focus of inter-
vention is not equal to giving a subordinate position to parents. Parents
still have afundamental role and one of thetherapist’ sgoalsisto engage
them in a collaborative work.

Within this parental reflecting team format it is possible to focus on
the child and simultaneously, to give parents an important task in order
to help their child. Thisformat can enhance feelings of resourcefulness
and usefulnessto parentsand it isan “ appropriated unusual” (Andersen,
1990, p. 62) format because it is sufficiently different from what has
been done to produce change by that family until that moment, but not
too different to be understood and to produce that change.

INVITING PARENTSTO BE ON THE TEAM

During the initial period of therapy, the whole family is together in
the therapy room. The main goal isto break theice, introduce the thera-
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pist, the team, and all members of the family, and to get to know each
other apart from the problem (Freeman, Epston & Lobovits, 1997). Itis
also important to discuss the setting; the importance of using ateam be-
hind the mirror, of using areflecting team format, of having the parents
as members of the team, and of focusing on the child.

After this period, parents are invited to go to team’s room where the
reflecting team attitude is explained. Special importance is given to the
fact that adifferent observer positionimpliesdifferent views. That isthe
main reason to be there. Also discussed is the importance of emphasiz-
ing positive aspects above all others.

Asin the usual reflecting team format, there are changing positions
between the team and the child-therapist system. Parents, as reflecting
team members, are asked to underline some of the aspects that inter-
ested them the most during the session and to share their views along
with the other members of the team.

WHY USE THISREFLECTING TEAM FORMAT
IN CHILD-FOCUSED PRACTICES?

In order to increase collaborative work with parents, emphasize their
importance in therapy, distinguish their role from children’s role, and
avoid the devaluing feelings that otherwise could flourish, inviting the
parents to be on the reflecting team seems to be an “appropriated un-
usua” (Andersen, 1990, p. 62) idea.

Thisformat gives parentsthe opportunity to bein adifferent observer
position apart from the observed system (therapist and child)—a meta
position that could allow them to create alternative narratives to the
blaming position and problem-saturated narratives (White, 2000). In-
viting parentsinto reflection can also be an important step in addressing
the child’ s expectations. From the child’ s point of view, hearing grown
ups, parents included, giving him value can be important to restory his
life in amore positive way and to restore his identity (White, 2000).

AND IF ITISDIFFICULTTODO...

For parents, being on the reflecting team can be too different from
their usual way of looking into situations. To go beyond this, theteamis
heterogeneous. It has professional and experienced peoplewho can bea
model to the parents. Theteam can be of precioushelpinavoiding prob-
lem-saturated narratives.
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For the child it could be frightening to stay with the therapist on her
own. If thishappens, it isaways possible to use the reflecting team for-
mat inside the therapy room or to increase the reflecting team sharing.

FINAL WORDS

In western modern cultures, children are becoming more and more
important. They are increasingly being heard and respected. It is ac-
cepted nowadays that childhood is an individualized developmental
stage that hasits specific characteristics. Children havetheir owninter-
ests, ways of thinking, resources. They are not conceptualised as little
adultsanymore (White, 2000). Thereisachildren-focused culture. This
means that child-focused practices are coherent with current ideas and
values in western modern societies.
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